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Abstract 
For decades, publishers of English-language translations of modern and contemporary Japanese 
literature consciously selected texts that were broadly representative of an imagined Japanese 
nation-state conforming to the expectations of the Anglophone reading public. The recent 
emergence of transnational Japanese literature — often referred to as “Japanese-language 
literature” (nihongo bungaku) — as a trend in translated Japanese literature appears to challenge 
this relation, but do the selection and translation of transnational texts represent a break with the 
existing canon of Japanese literature (kokubungaku) in English, or do they reflect shifting 
contemporary Anglophone projections of a robust nation-state model? This paper examines the 
English translation of transnational author Hideo Levy’s debut novel, A Room Where the Star-
Spangled Banner Cannot Be Heard (2011, original 1987). Through a reading of the translation, 
the paper seeks to examine how translation and consumption of transnational Japanese literature 
may paradoxically reinforce the image of the nation-state.  
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Introduction 
In March 1987, the American researcher, translator, and critic of Japanese literature Ian Hideo 
Levy debuted in the pages of prominent literary journal Gunzо̄ with the story Seijо̄ki no Kikoenai 
Heya. While non-ethnically Japanese writers have long been a fixture within modern and 
contemporary Japanese literature, including so-called zainichi Korean authors as well as former 
colonial subjects, Levy’s work marked the first occasion of a non-native user of Japanese 
voluntarily acquiring proficiency in the language and presenting an original novel directly to the 
reading public. He followed the debut with two loose sequels, Shinsekai e (Gunzо̄, October 1989) 
and Nakama (Gunzо̄, November 1991), subsequently published together as a standalone book by 
Gunzо̄ publisher Kо̄dansha in February 1992. The book would be awarded the Noma Literary 
New Face Prize (Noma Bungei Shinjinshо̄) that same year and would establish Levy as not only 
a peripheral figure of Japanese literature meta-discourse, but as a creator in his own right. 
 Set in 1967, the novel follows Ben Isaac, a seventeen-year-old American who leaves the 
US to stay with his father, a consul, at his posting in Yokohama. Ben divides his time between 
days spent with his family — his father, his father’s young Chinese bride, and a new younger 
brother — and days of wandering the streets of Tokyo, usually in the company of Yoshiharu 
Andо̄, a provincial student he befriends at W University. The story largely foregoes plot in lieu 
of a series of flashbacks from Ben’s memory — growing up in a series of Asian countries, his 
first encounter with Japanese in a book leftover from Taiwan’s colonial period, his conflicts with 
his Sinophile father — that serve to explain Ben’s seemingly quixotic fascination with a culture 
and language that continually rejects his presence. The story culminates with Ben’s solo trip to 
Shinjuku, the lively district that fuels Ben’s fascination all the more because of his father’s 
insistence that he should not go there. But even after arriving in Shinjuku, Ben finds himself 
fleeing from literal voices that cry out to him: You don’t belong here. 
 Levy’s debut marked the beginning of a new category within Japanese literature, often 
termed ekkyо̄ bungaku (transnational literature, literally “border-crossing literature”), or as 
nihongo bungaku (Japanese-language literature), in opposition to the concept of nihon bungaku 
(Japanese literature, the literature of Japan), which is often strongly linked with the idea of 
kokubungaku (national literature). Broadly, the categories of ekkyо̄ bungaku and nihongo 
bungaku refer to writers and works that fall outside the bounds of the typical national literature 
assertion of a natural connection between race, nationality, language, and ethnic identity. As such, 
the category has continued to expand over the past thirty years. It includes foreign-born authors 
of Japanese such as Levy, Iranian-born Shirin Nezammafi, Chinese-born Yi Yang, and Swiss-
 
born David Zoppetti. It also includes native writers who write from a position outside the country 
or in multiple languages, such as the Germany-based author/poet Yо̄ko Tawada, US-educated 
Minae Mizumura, and the poet Hiromi Itо̄.  
 In recent years, works of nihongo bungaku are increasingly being targeted for English 
translation. Yо̄ko Tawada and Minae Mizumura, for example, are widely available in English, 
with the former increasingly gathering domestic media attention as a possible Nobel nominee. 
David Zoppetti’s Ichigensan received an English translation in 2011, and a translation of Taiwan-
born author Li Kotomi’s 2017 debut novel, Hitorimai, has been recently announced. These 
translations would appear to represent a break from mainstream postwar English translations of 
Japanese literature, which prioritized works deemed to be broadly representative of the Japanese 
nation-state and its associated national literature. But upon a closer reading, we find that the 
translation and consumption of English editions of works of nihongo bungaku may be shaped by 
the same dynamics of nation-state discourse that underpinned translations of authors such as 
Jun’ichirо̄ Tanizaki, Yasunari Kawabata, and Yukio Mishima in the 20th century. 
 This paper examines the English translation of transnational author Hideo Levy’s debut 
novel, A Room Where the Star-Spangled Banner Cannot Be Heard (2011, originally serialized 
in the literary magazine Gunzо̄ from 1987 to 1991 as Seijо̄ki no kikoenai heya). The paper first 
considers the role of the reader in generating meaning in nihongo bungaku and how the position 
of the reader changes through English translation. The following section examines how this 
process compares to earlier translations of Japanese literature. Finally, through a reading of the 
translation, the paper seeks to examine how translation and consumption of transnational 
Japanese literature may paradoxically strengthen the image of the nation-state.  
 
The Shifting Position of the Reader in Nihongo Bungaku 
The categorization of nihongo bungaku itself is not unproblematic. While multiple definitions 
and terms have been presented, the category exists mainly as a general term for an amorphous 
catch-all of works that fall outside national literature, changing with the whims of individual 
writers and critics. Individual works aside, the fact that nihongo bungaku remains theoretically 
undeveloped as a category, and yet continues to be useful for researchers and critics, is a 
testament to the robustness of the category of national literature. Simply put, the fact that we 
have to discuss nihongo bungaku always carries with it the implication of a looming national 
literature, seemingly impenetrable and unmovable. 
 Putting aside the irony of the inextricable link between nihongo bungaku as a category 
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and the national literature which it purports to decenter, the composition, reading, and discussion 
of nihongo bungaku do have value. Some researchers, including Masahiko Nishi and Nanyan 
Guo, have advanced arguments on why nihongo bungaku is important and outlined their 
expectations for the genre. One theme is that the effectiveness of nihongo bungaku relies on a 
distance between the writer and the reader. Researcher Toshiaki Sasanuma notes this dynamic in 
his work on Levy. 
When works of literature in Japanese are presented domestically in Japan, there is a 
vague presupposition that both the author and writer are of the majority “Japanese 
people.” In this environment, strategically emphasizing the image of the author as a 
minority has the potential to critique the systems of Japanese literature (nihon bungaku) 
and national literature (kokubungaku). (58. Translation mine.) 
 Sasanuma alludes to the common premise that works of national literature are both 
produced and consumed by majority members of the nation-state, bound by ties of national 
language. A work of literature produced by a writer outside of this formulation potentially poses 
a challenge to it. By making the reader conscious of the author as someone outside of the typical 
relation between Japanese writer/Japanese reader linked by Japanese language/Japanese 
literature, the work brings attention to and potentially defamiliarizes these normally unspoken 
assumptions. 
 Regardless of whether or not any individual reader of Levy’s Seijо̄ki no kikoenai heya 
belongs to the nation-state majority, the text itself suggests an implied reader within the bounds 
of Japanese culture, identity, and language. Reflecting on his own writing in Nihongo no shо̄ri 
(The Victory of Japanese), a collection of essays published the same year as the stand-alone 
release of Seijо̄ki, Levy says that “at some point, I decided to write fiction in Japanese based on 
those experiences [that I had within Japanese language during my youth] and put them directly 
to the readers of Japan without passing them through the filter of translation.” (18. Translation 
mine.) The phrase Levy uses, “the readers of Japan” (nihon no dokusha) must be contrasted with 
other available alternatives, such as “(ethnically or nationally) Japanese readers” (nihonjin no 
dokusha). Levy emphasizes that the text supposes an implied reader that belongs to Japan, while 
characteristically separating that membership from conditions of ethnicity and citizenship. 
 Thus, the generation of meaning in Levy’s original text can be partially understood as a 
function of the distance between the implied reader—a reader of Japan, a member of the majority 
 
using Japanese language—and the narrator and protagonist, which both the content of the 
narrative and paratext emphasize as minorities. It should be noted that there is, additionally, a 
second distance implied between the narrator and the protagonist despite Levy’s deployment of 
the semi-autobiographical I-novel (shishо̄setsu) format: the narrator presents the narrative to the 
reader in fluent Japanese, while the protagonist, Ben, struggles with basic vocabulary. The 
implied reader is being asked to empathize and identify with a protagonist that is clearly outside 
of the community of “readers of Japan,” by an author who, while being within the community, 
does not fulfill the conditions of the typical national literature formulation, thus calling its 
assumptions into question. This is the defining characteristic of Levy’s debut work and, in some 
sense, his larger literary career. 
 
Translations of Nihon Bungaku and Nihongo Bungaku as Japanese Literature 
While the relationship described above holds in the context of Levy’s work being read in 
Japanese language, it is evident that this dynamic will shift dramatically in the context of English 
language translation. Drawing on Wolfgang Iser’s implied reader theory, David Damrosch notes 
that “a book read in one language and within one cultural context presents a situation in which, 
as Iser says, readers will differ but ‘the text itself cannot change’ and exerts a powerful limiting 
force on the variability of readerly response,” but points out that when a text is received outside 
of that original language and cultural context, it “does indeed change, both in its frame of 
reference and usually in language as well.” (292) Damrosch goes on to describe this change in 
further detail. 
…works become world literature by being received into the space of a foreign culture, 
a space defined in many ways by the host culture’s national tradition and the present 
needs of its own writers. Even a single work of literature is the locus of a negotiation 
between two different cultures. The receiving culture can use the foreign material in all 
sorts of ways: as a positive model for the future development of its own tradition; as a 
negative case of a primitive, or decadent, strand of its own tradition; or, more neutrally, 
as an image of radical otherness against which the home tradition can more clearly be 
defined. World literature is thus always as much about the host culture’s values and 
needs as it is about a work’s source culture… (283) 
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Transporting Levy’s text from Japanese language and the cultural context of 1980s Japan to 
English language and the cultural context of the 21st century Anglophone sphere necessitates that 
we reevaluate the relationships between author, protagonist, and reader. Just as the relationships 
in the original text are contextually dependent, as Damrosch’s passage above points out, the 
relationships in the translation depend on the specific “values and needs” of the host culture. 
 Since the end of World War II, Japanese literature in English translation has often been a 
locus at which the shifting relation of author and reader, as influenced through the choices of 
selection, editing, and translation of works, creates gaps upon which images of the Japanese 
nation-state already existing in English may be projected.  
 For example, the first two novels to be translated from Japanese into English in the years 
following the end of the war were Jirо̄ Osaragi’s Homecoming (Kikyо̄) and Jun’ichirо̄ Tanizaki’s 
Some Prefer Nettles (Tade kū mushi). Both of these novels tell stories of Japanese men who feel 
outside of Japanese culture in some sense — in Homecoming, the protagonist returns to postwar 
Japan after years in exile; Nettles follows a cosmopolitan Tokyoite who “discovers” traditional 
Japanese culture in the Kansai region.  
 Both of these works were published by Knopf as part of a larger project of introducing 
contemporary Japanese literature to the American reading public, and the publisher was clear 
about its goals. Through reading Japanese literature, they hoped, American readers would come 
to understand the Japanese people, overcoming biases and prejudices they may have held as a 
result of the war, thus strengthening the burgeoning Japan-U.S. relationship. Harold Strauss, the 
editor that led the project, said that the two novels were chosen because they would show 
American readers the “inner lives” (naimen seikatsu) and “emotional characteristics” (kanjо̄ no 
tokusei) of the Japanese (“Geijutsuteki.” Translation mine). He tied the project directly to “our 
new relationship with Japan, with which we shall be associated in military, political, and 
economic matters for a long time to come” (“Unusual Problems”).  
 When read with a consideration of the original language and cultural context, both 
Homecoming and Some Prefer Nettles display a clear ironic awareness of the essentialist nature 
of a search for a single truth to Japanese culture or identity. Tanizaki’s text in particular portrays 
the protagonist as playacting nearly as a Western Orientalist in objectifying the premodern 
culture he finds in Kansai, complete with winking nods to Richard Burton.1 However, English 
 
1 Ken Ito notes this aspect of Some Prefer Nettles in his 1991 study, Visions of Desire: 
Tanizaki’s Fictional Worlds. For a more extensive analysis of Orientalism in Some Prefer 
Nettles, refer to Khezrnejat, 2012. 
 
translations found a readership ready to interpret these stories strictly literally, investing in the 
main characters and their quests to find the “real Japan.” Contemporary reviews depict the novel 
as a return to classical Japan and find value in the fact that we experience this discovery of the 
“real” Japan alongside the Westernized narrator who is closer to the Anglophone reader’s 
sensibilities (Redman; “What to Believe?”).  
 To put this into the terms of Damrosch’s analysis, the irony present in the original texts 
by Osaragi and Tanizaki were dependent on both language and cultural context and worked as a 
function of shared understanding between the narrator and implied reader. Transposing the text 
into English language and an Anglophone cultural context disrupts this relationship, creating 
new gaps in the meaning of the text. Postwar readers then projected their own understanding of 
— and desire to understand — the Japanese nation-state as an essentialist category upon the 
translated text. Indeed, as comments by both Strauss and translator Edward Seidensticker make 
clear, these texts were chosen at least in part because they were amenable to these specific “needs 
and values” of American readers. 
 As discussed earlier, one of the characteristics of nihongo bungaku as it exists in Japanese 
language is that it challenges essentialist notions of a nation-state and national literature. 
However, upon translation, Levy’s text is subject to the same dynamics of transposition in 
relationships between the author, protagonist and reader that have affected earlier translations of 
Japanese literature into English. As the following section demonstrates, gaps that form in the text 
create opportunities for the nation-state to reassert itself. Moreover, this resssertion is facilitated 
by specific choices made by the translator. 
 
A Room Where the Star-Spangled Banner Cannot Be Heard in Translation 
In Japanese, Levy’s text invites the reader, presumably proficient in Japanese language, to see 
the language from the perspective of Ben, a 17-year old English speaker only barely able to 
satisfactorily distinguish basic hiragana characters. Therein lies one source of power of Levy’s 
project - the ability to make Japanese alien for someone proficient enough in Japanese language 
and its attendant cultural context to understand the text that he has written. 
 When the book is read in English, the story still invites the reader to identify with Ben. In 
fact, the translation is conducted in such a way as to enhance the connection between the English 
reader and the main character. One way the translator accomplishes this is through orthographic 
choices. Certain phrases from the Japanese text are left in the English untranslated, as in the 
passage below. 
36
2021020284（本文）HU-GIS Journal Vol7-03.indd   36 2021/03/17   14:19:58
 
Transporting Levy’s text from Japanese language and the cultural context of 1980s Japan to 
English language and the cultural context of the 21st century Anglophone sphere necessitates that 
we reevaluate the relationships between author, protagonist, and reader. Just as the relationships 
in the original text are contextually dependent, as Damrosch’s passage above points out, the 
relationships in the translation depend on the specific “values and needs” of the host culture. 
 Since the end of World War II, Japanese literature in English translation has often been a 
locus at which the shifting relation of author and reader, as influenced through the choices of 
selection, editing, and translation of works, creates gaps upon which images of the Japanese 
nation-state already existing in English may be projected.  
 For example, the first two novels to be translated from Japanese into English in the years 
following the end of the war were Jirо̄ Osaragi’s Homecoming (Kikyо̄) and Jun’ichirо̄ Tanizaki’s 
Some Prefer Nettles (Tade kū mushi). Both of these novels tell stories of Japanese men who feel 
outside of Japanese culture in some sense — in Homecoming, the protagonist returns to postwar 
Japan after years in exile; Nettles follows a cosmopolitan Tokyoite who “discovers” traditional 
Japanese culture in the Kansai region.  
 Both of these works were published by Knopf as part of a larger project of introducing 
contemporary Japanese literature to the American reading public, and the publisher was clear 
about its goals. Through reading Japanese literature, they hoped, American readers would come 
to understand the Japanese people, overcoming biases and prejudices they may have held as a 
result of the war, thus strengthening the burgeoning Japan-U.S. relationship. Harold Strauss, the 
editor that led the project, said that the two novels were chosen because they would show 
American readers the “inner lives” (naimen seikatsu) and “emotional characteristics” (kanjо̄ no 
tokusei) of the Japanese (“Geijutsuteki.” Translation mine). He tied the project directly to “our 
new relationship with Japan, with which we shall be associated in military, political, and 
economic matters for a long time to come” (“Unusual Problems”).  
 When read with a consideration of the original language and cultural context, both 
Homecoming and Some Prefer Nettles display a clear ironic awareness of the essentialist nature 
of a search for a single truth to Japanese culture or identity. Tanizaki’s text in particular portrays 
the protagonist as playacting nearly as a Western Orientalist in objectifying the premodern 
culture he finds in Kansai, complete with winking nods to Richard Burton.1 However, English 
 
1 Ken Ito notes this aspect of Some Prefer Nettles in his 1991 study, Visions of Desire: 
Tanizaki’s Fictional Worlds. For a more extensive analysis of Orientalism in Some Prefer 
Nettles, refer to Khezrnejat, 2012. 
 
translations found a readership ready to interpret these stories strictly literally, investing in the 
main characters and their quests to find the “real Japan.” Contemporary reviews depict the novel 
as a return to classical Japan and find value in the fact that we experience this discovery of the 
“real” Japan alongside the Westernized narrator who is closer to the Anglophone reader’s 
sensibilities (Redman; “What to Believe?”).  
 To put this into the terms of Damrosch’s analysis, the irony present in the original texts 
by Osaragi and Tanizaki were dependent on both language and cultural context and worked as a 
function of shared understanding between the narrator and implied reader. Transposing the text 
into English language and an Anglophone cultural context disrupts this relationship, creating 
new gaps in the meaning of the text. Postwar readers then projected their own understanding of 
— and desire to understand — the Japanese nation-state as an essentialist category upon the 
translated text. Indeed, as comments by both Strauss and translator Edward Seidensticker make 
clear, these texts were chosen at least in part because they were amenable to these specific “needs 
and values” of American readers. 
 As discussed earlier, one of the characteristics of nihongo bungaku as it exists in Japanese 
language is that it challenges essentialist notions of a nation-state and national literature. 
However, upon translation, Levy’s text is subject to the same dynamics of transposition in 
relationships between the author, protagonist and reader that have affected earlier translations of 
Japanese literature into English. As the following section demonstrates, gaps that form in the text 
create opportunities for the nation-state to reassert itself. Moreover, this resssertion is facilitated 
by specific choices made by the translator. 
 
A Room Where the Star-Spangled Banner Cannot Be Heard in Translation 
In Japanese, Levy’s text invites the reader, presumably proficient in Japanese language, to see 
the language from the perspective of Ben, a 17-year old English speaker only barely able to 
satisfactorily distinguish basic hiragana characters. Therein lies one source of power of Levy’s 
project - the ability to make Japanese alien for someone proficient enough in Japanese language 
and its attendant cultural context to understand the text that he has written. 
 When the book is read in English, the story still invites the reader to identify with Ben. In 
fact, the translation is conducted in such a way as to enhance the connection between the English 
reader and the main character. One way the translator accomplishes this is through orthographic 
choices. Certain phrases from the Japanese text are left in the English untranslated, as in the 
passage below. 
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ゆっくり上ると、⼆階には⻑い廊下があった。(Levy, “Seijōki,” 58) 
 Down the hall was a wall covered with yellowing newspapers, perhaps to conceal 
the cracks. Under his fingers, the faded headlines crunched like autumn leaves, the news 
no longer new. Ben could only read the words テロ (terrorism) and ベトナム (Vietnam). 
Running his fingers over page after page as though they were Braille, he slowly climbed 
the unlit stairs to the second floor. (Levy, Star-Spangled Banner, 28) 
 While the Japanese words テロ and ベトナム blend seamlessly into the original prose, 
left untranslated they stand out starkly from the English text. This rendering effectively closes 
the distance between Ben and the reader, who shares in the experience of confronting unfamiliar 
script. This technique parallels one utilized in the original text; Levy occasionally chooses to 
render proper nouns generally written as kanji using their kana equivalents, thus defamiliarizing 
mundane words into the pure sounds as Ben experiences them, unadorned with connotation. 







 For people who lived in the city and were used to reading them, those place names 
evoked images of train stations, banks, brothels, and shopping districts. For Ben, who 
lived in a world of sounds and syllables, they had a touch of elegance, of mystery, and 
even, at times, of humor. KAN-DA, KU-DAN, TA-KA-DA-NO-BA-BA—there was a 
ring to them, like the jangle of keys that could unlock the secrets of the city. (31) 
  
 
Here too, the reader is asked to share Ben’s experience of the Japanese language. But unlike in 
the original, which assumes that the reader will be proficient in Japanese language and thus will 
have to defamiliarize the language in order to close the distance with Ben’s experience, the 
English translation does not require any such effort on the part of the reader. The reader of the 
English translation is already necessarily outside of Japanese language, and these translation 
choices further emphasize that commonality which Ben and the reader already share. 
 More striking is the translator’s use of the word gaijin, the common word for non-Japanese 
that can vary in connotation from a neutral term to epithet. In the scene in which Ben meets Andō, 
his eventual friend and guide to the Japanese language, a member of W University’s ESS club 







 Never short on words, the Queen’s English student yelled at the intruder in high-
pitched Japanese, “What gives you the right to talk to this dumb gaijin?” 
 The words from the boy’s thin lips, which were always kissing up to the foreign 
students, had suddenly turned venomous. Contempt, both for the young man in the 
school uniform and for Ben, was dripping from them. (25) 
 The word gaijin, which is explained in the translator’s introduction and used throughout 
the text, should be familiar to the reader, and the term is clearly meant with contempt. The 
translator chooses to add the term dumb, thus heightening the insulting quality of the label. 
Interestingly, the translator chooses to repeat this specific phrase, dumb gaijin, again later in the 
text. Ben’s father, exasperated with his son’s apparent interest in Japanese language, tries to 
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 “No matter how much you learn to speak their language, in their eyes you’ll always 
be like me: a dumb gaijin who can’t speak properly and never wanted to. Even if you go 
to the plaza in front of the Imperial Palace and scream ‘Long live the Emperor!’ in 
perfect Japanese and slit your stomach open, you’ll never be one of them.” (41-42) 
 Notably, nothing that could correspond to the phrase dumb gaijin appears anywhere in the 
original text; the translator has added this phrase, creating a parallelism between how both Ben’s 
father and the ESS student view a gaijin like Ben speaking Japanese. 
 We find clues to this use of gaijin in the translator’s introduction. While Scott makes a 
point of noting that the novel belongs to the category of nihongo bungaku and states that “Levy’s 
work shatters this equation [of national literature], showing that the Japanese language and 
Japanese literature do not belong solely to the Japanese nation or to the Japanese people,” (Levy, 
vii) he encourages the reader to approach the novel as a gaijin, expanding the term far past its 
typical meaning of foreigner: “Indeed, it makes us all gaijin (outsiders), a term that encompasses 
immigrants, aliens, strangers, refugees, fugitives, freaks, and anyone else who does not belong 
or fit in.” (Levy, xii) 
 We are encouraged to associate and empathize with Ben, and the work endeavors to 
always place us in whatever position he occupies, whether that be a world of sound, a world of 
unintelligible characters, or a world of feeling contempt and disdain from those around him. As 
the reader will already be outside of Japanese language and culture, this is not a difficult leap to 
make. While the story may indeed be the narrative of a border-crosser, we as English readers can 
view it from a position that does not involve any border-crossing on our own part. 
 We see evidence for this in book reviews. Contemporary reviews place the book into the 
same category with other tales of young, white, male Americans finding themselves in Japan. 
David Cozy praises the book in The Japan Times despite the fact that “the tired template he’s 
taken for his book — young American male finding himself in Japan — has been done and done 
again.” In the Los Angeles Review of Books, Julia Adeney Thomas notes that “it is difficult to 
 
decipher whether the author’s tone is earnest or ironic, a determination made even more difficult 
by reading the novel in translation twenty years after its original publication (and fifty years after 
the period it describes).” She goes on to ask: “Does it sardonically underscore the power of 
Western ideals, or participate in upholding those standards of perfection?” 
 Within this specific context, and within this specific relationship of addresser-addressee, 
Ben’s story seems less like a trespass of nationalistic narratives and more like the typical, 
Burtonesque tale of a Westerner assuming the trappings and language of a foreign culture. Japan 
is presented, at least in Ben’s perspective, as having some secret that only the protagonist has the 
characteristics necessary to find. The narrator tells us that Ben “dreamed of putting the pieces of 
the language together, of being reborn in a new tongue and unlocking all of its secrets.” (46) 
It’s so different, Ben thought every time he came by. Andō’s room—and Andō’s world, 
which began in that room and radiated out toward the alleys and slopes around W 
University like light from a lighthouse—were so different from the “Japan” he had read 
about in books. (29) 
The black ships, trading ships, and warships that had brought barbarians—ketō—of 
every kind and color: Dutch, Portuguese, Americans, red-haired goblins and blue-eyed 
devils, blacks and Jews. And me. And me…no, ore, he thought, switching into Japanese. 
I—ore—may have come here on a ship like all the others, but I—ore—am totally 
different from them! Unsure whom to address this to or which language to translate it 
into, Ben felt his appeal catch in his throat. (42) 
 This question of who Ben should address himself to, and what language he should translate 
it into, is crucial. In the Japanese language and cultural context, Ben’s fixation on making himself 
a part of this city that “greeted outsiders with the absolute conviction that they didn’t know 
anything and they couldn’t know anything,” (39) as quixotic as it may appear in the story, 
functions as a powerful counterpoint to the unspoken assumptions that underpin the national 
literature model. But when the same story is read in English translation, the distance between 
reader and protagonist that generates this quality no longer exists; the reader is already alongside 
Ben, viewing Japanese language from an outside position. Existing models of this interaction 
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assert themselves, and the story is subsumed into the “tired template” noted in the reviews. 
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Conclusion 
In the novel’s final scene, Ben rushes off the train into Shinjuku and comes face to face with a 
literal monolith of the Japanese nation-state. An endnote - not present in the Japanese version - 
leaves no ambiguity of what this is to represent. 
 As the clouds began to move ever so slightly, the stone monument seemed to strain 
against the sky, as if to reassert a forgotten history. Ben sensed something antagonistic, 
not majestic, about it. On the weathered surface of the dull brown stone, which seemed 
to bear the dirt of decades, were carved the characters 昭和三年 御⼤典記念. Ben 
could read the group of characters on the left, which said “Shōwa 3,” which was the year 
1928, but he had no idea what the larger five characters on the right meant. All he knew 
was that this vaguely threatening stone, which reigned over the rooftops and alleyways 
of SHIN-JU-KU, was a [sic] there for a reason. If he couldn’t read it, he figured, it had 
to be a signpost for him. (48) 
“Shōwa 3—Commemoration of Imperial Accession”: a memorial to the enthronement 
of the Shōwa emperor (Hirohito) on November 10, 1928. (113) 
 As Sasanuma and other researchers have argued, nihongo bungaku represents a challenge 
to the national literature model by emphasizing and then closing the distance between the author 
or protagonist and the reader. Throughout the original text, the reader is guided into a sympathetic 
identification with Ben; by the point at which this final “antagonistic” embodiment of the nation-
state appears, the reader is gazing at Japanese language and its cultural context from a point 
outside of it alongside Ben, despite the text itself being composed in Japanese. This ironic 
reversal of the reader’s position is key. 
 In English translation, however, this border-crossing never occurs. The reader, operating 
within English language and an Anglophone cultural context, is capable of an effortless 
identification with Ben in terms of language, and the text never disturbs that relationship. When 
the monolithic representation of the nation-state appears in the final scene, there is no ironic 
reversal of the reader’s position; we instead see the culmination of an image of Japanese culture 
and language that remained consistent throughout the story in its stubborn exclusivity and 
rejection of an outsider, still refusing Ben entry. 
 Even in translation, works of nihongo bungaku are valuable in that they demonstrate the 
plurilingual, pluricultural nature of authors presently working within Japanese language. But it 
 
is significant that while these works may present readers with an opportunity to cross borders 
and experience Japanese language and culture in a different light within the source text, such 
characteristics do not necessarily carry over through translation into the target text. In the gap 
left behind by this shift in context, the robust narratives of the nation-state are able to reassert 
themselves in such a way as to reinforce preexisting images. It would be ironic if the work of an 
author such as Levy counterintuitively ended up strengthening the myth of Japan as an 
impenetrable monolith, such as the symbol of the imperial system Ben finds at the end of his 
journey. This is one of the difficulties we face when discussing nihongo bungaku or ekkyō 
bungaku, and why it is necessary to find a vocabulary for discussing these works that is 
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Computer-mediated Communication in a Japanese EMI 
Environment: Students' Attitudes Towards Technology 
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Abstract 
This pilot study explores students' attitudes towards the necessary shift to computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings are based on 
responses to a small-scale online survey given to students studying in an English Medium 
Instruction (EMI) programme at a Japanese university at the end of the spring and fall semesters 
(N=60 and N=47, respectively.) The survey aimed to understand 1) students' attitudes toward 
CMC in an educational context, and 2) if there was any discernable difference as students became 
more accustomed to online teaching methods over time. The first analysis results showed that 
students overwhelmingly felt that the experiences had facilitated their studies in a new way, an 
attitude that runs contrary to previous studies. However, there was distinctly less enthusiasm for 
the impact on the social side of university life. The Fall Survey results were largely consistent 
with the spring, showing no significant change in feeling, except for the fact there was a 
statistically significant change in the number of students who would like to see a future option 
to continue to study online. The researcher suggests that CMC may have a place to coexist 
alongside traditional teaching methods in a post-pandemic future. 
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